Developing Communities of Practice in Tertiary Education: Improving Teaching and Learning by Cotter, Aileen et al.
Cork Institute of Technology 
SWORD - South West Open Research 
Deposit 
Conference Papers Marketing & International Business 
2017-8 
Developing Communities of Practice in Tertiary Education: 
Improving Teaching and Learning 
Aileen Cotter 
Cork Institute of Technology, aileen.cotter@cit.ie 
Rose Leahy 
Cork Institute of Technology, Rose.Leahy@cit.ie 
Michele McManus 
Cork Institute of Technology, michele.mcmanus@cit.ie 
Mary Oldham 
Cork Institute of Technology, mary.oldham@cit.ie 
Nollaig O'Sullivan 
Cork Institute of Technology, nollaig.osullivan@cit.ie 
Follow this and additional works at: https://sword.cit.ie/dptmibcp 
 Part of the Higher Education and Teaching Commons, and the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning 
Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Cotter, Aileen; Leahy, Rose; McManus, Michele; Oldham, Mary; and O'Sullivan, Nollaig, "Developing 
Communities of Practice in Tertiary Education: Improving Teaching and Learning" (2017). Conference 
Papers [online]. 
Available at: https://sword.cit.ie/dptmibcp/2 
This Conference Object is brought to you for free and open access by the Marketing & International Business at 
SWORD - South West Open Research Deposit. It has been accepted for inclusion in Conference Papers by an 
authorized administrator of SWORD - South West Open Research Deposit. For more information, please contact 
sword@cit.ie. 
Developing Communities of Practice in Tertiary Education: Improving Teaching and 
Learning 
Ms Aileen Cotter, Dr Rose Leahy, Ms Michele McManus, Ms Mary Oldham, Ms Nollaig 
O’Sullivan 
 
Abstract 
There is considerable evidence that the development of Communities of Practice (CoP) in 
education results in improvements in teaching and learning.  The reality far too often, however, 
is that academics remain isolated in their practice with a culture of individualism rather than 
collaboration the norm. Adopting a case study approach, this research explores the perspectives 
of academic staff in one department in Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) on CoP.  
Specifically, the research explores how communities of practice might develop in a third level 
teaching environment; the type and nature of communities of practice that might develop and 
if those communities of practice have a resulting impact on teaching and learning.  The findings 
indicate that not only is there an enthusiasm for collaboration and the development of CoP, but 
that moreover is something that would be welcomed by staff in the department.  The research 
concludes that a significant opportunity now exists to stimulate and support the development 
of CoP among educators; a move which would have the twofold benefit of both motivating 
staff and enhancing the student experience.  
 
Background to the Study 
Communities of Practice have been defined as groups of people who share a concern or a 
passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly (Lave and 
Wenger 1991).  Barab et al., (2004) regard a CoP as a persistent, sustained social network of 
individuals who share and develop an overlapping knowledge base, set of beliefs, values, 
history, and experience focused on a common practice and/or mutual enterprise. Essentially, 
CoP are voluntary groups of people who, sharing a common concern or a passion, who come 
together to explore these concerns and ideas and share and grow their practice (Mercieca, 
2016).  More generally, we can see that CoP can be viewed as a process of social learning that 
occurs when people who share a common interest collaborate over a period of time.  
Interestingly, learning in this context does not have to be intentional; it can and often is an 
incidental outcome that accompanies these social processes (Lave and Wenger, 1998). CoP 
members explore ideas, discuss situations and needs, and help each other solve problems, 
although they do not meet every day. Each person has their own experience; CoP simply allows 
them to share such experience with other members when they meet. Unlike teams and 
organizational units, CoP are self-organizing systems whose methods of interaction, rules, 
issues and lifespan are determined by members, based on the intrinsic value that membership 
brings (Metallo 2007; Sharratt and Usoro 2003).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
When exploring CoP in more detail it is found that there are three required components: 
 
1. There needs to be a domain of interest 
2. There needs to be a community (engaging in shared activities) 
3. There needs to be practice 
(Lave and Wenger, 1998) 
 
Further to this, Wenger (1998) proposed that a CoP displays a number of characteristics as 
outlined in Table 1. 
 
 
o Sustained mutual relationships — harmonious or conflictual 
o Shared ways of engaging in doing things together 
o The rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation 
o Absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and interactions were merely 
the continuation of an ongoing process 
o Very quick setup of a problem to be discussed 
o Substantial overlap in participants’ descriptions of who belongs 
o Knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can contribute to an 
enterprise 
o Mutually defining identities 
o The ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products 
o Specific tools, representations, and other artefacts 
o Local lore, shared stories, inside jokes, knowing laughter 
o Jargon and shortcuts to communication as well as the ease of producing new ones 
o Certain styles recognised as displaying membership 
o A shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world 
 
 
Table 1 Key Characteristics of a Community of Practice 
Source: compiled from Wenger (1998: 125-6). 
 
When these conditions exist and when CoP develop, there are many resulting benefits; both to 
the individuals involved and to the organisation to which they belong.  A synthesis of the 
literature reveals benefits to the individual such as, a greater ability to manage change, access 
to knowledge and the fostering of trust and sense of common purpose.  Benefits to the 
organisation include, the generation of knowledge and skill development, identification of best 
practice, effective responses to problems, and retention of talent (Mitchell and Wood, 2001). 
 
Against a background of well-established and scientifically proven benefits of CoP, numerous 
research studies in Higher Education have called for increased collaboration and the 
development of various forms of CoP among academics (for example, McLaughlin and 
Talbert, 2001; Louis and Marks, 1998 and Darling and Hammond, 1997). In the context of 
higher education, intentional communities of practice have also been described as ‘faculty 
learning communities’ (Cox, 2004) and ‘teacher networks’ (Lieberman, 2000) and provide a 
valuable corrective to the isolation experienced by many academic teachers.  Indeed, research 
by Vescio et al. (2008) concluded that CoP result in educators who become more student-
centred and that greater collaboration and continuous learning among academics results in an 
enhanced learning culture in the classroom. Similar research by Berry et al., (2005) examined 
the relationship between teachers’ participation in Professional Learning Communities and 
student achievement and found that student learning improved where those communities were 
present.  Interestingly, Levine and Marcus (2010) in considering the effects of different types 
of collaboration among teachers, concluded that collaboration in the areas of assessment and 
pedagogical approaches may be more effective than other forms of collaboration.  
 
Despite these identified advantages however, recent research indicates that in higher education, 
academics are often still isolated in their practice, and individualism, rather than collaboration, 
is the norm (Mercieca, 2016).  University teaching has long been regarded as a highly 
individualised practice (Ortquist-Ahrens & Torosyan, 2008) and this contrasts with the 
collaborative nature of CoP that involve working directly with peers to solve problems, identify 
shared goals, and exchange different perspectives and experiences (Ǻkerlind, 2011).  Research 
by Gourlay (2001) accounts that lecturers who participated in her study did not feel part of a 
community, but rather felt isolated, and experienced confusion regarding their roles.  Further 
to this, a study in the UK found that a lack of support and isolation are key factors contributing 
to mental health issues among all grades and levels of academic staff (Shaw, 2014).  Perhaps 
these findings of isolation and individualism are not surprising given the culture of siloisation 
of academia into distinct discipline areas and the individual pressures on academics to excel at 
both teaching and research.  Traditionally, these have been very individual pursuits and while 
efforts have been made in recent times to foster a culture of collaboration, the reality for many 
is that individualism remains the norm. 
 
Against this framework, this study explores the perspectives of academic staff in one 
department in Cork Institute of Technology on their teaching environment and on the existence, 
or otherwise, of CoP.  The department chosen to participate in the research is made up of three 
distinct disciplines as shown in Figure 1.  This is significant as the empirical data gathered will 
allow for more in-depth analysis of the potential for collaboration both within and across 
discipline areas. 
 
 
 
                        
                        Figure 1  
 
Law
20%
Languages
20%
Marketing
60%
Which of the following is your discipline area?
Law Languages Marketing
Methodology 
A case study approach to the research was adopted, with the academic staff of one department 
in CIT forming the “case” for the research. The case study research method is an empirical 
inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context (Yin, 1984: 
23).  In explaining what a case is, Noor (2008) suggests that the term refers to an event, an 
entity, an individual or even a unit of analysis.  In particular, case studies are concerned with 
how and why things happen, allowing the investigation of contextual realities and the 
differences between what was planned and what actually occurred (Anderson and Anderson, 
1998). Case study research is intended to focus on a particular issue, feature or unit of analysis 
(Noor, 2008) and thus was considered particularly suited to this research.  
For the collection of empirical data for this case study, a team building day and surveys were 
used.  The team building day was the first of its kind for the department, and 15 staff members 
and the head of department participated. Mayfield Arts Centre was chosen for the team building 
day, as the activities which included paint, clay, print etc. were accessible to everyone, with 
the emphasis on fun and participation.  The morning activities focused on everyone getting to 
know each other on a personal level, through participating in fun, team building activities.  The 
afternoon session took a workshop type approach, where staff explored their roles in detail; the 
challenges, the positives and the potential for collaboration were all explored and discussed in 
detail.   
In addition to the team building day, all 15 staff took part in two surveys; one prior to the team 
building day and one following the team building day.  In these surveys, staff were questioned 
on their perspectives of their jobs, collaboration and CoP in the department.  The following 
section presents the findings to the research.  
 
Findings 
The team building day was central to the research conducted for this study.  Prior to a more 
detailed analysis of the survey findings, it is interesting to explore the staffs’ more general 
impressions of the team building day.  The results show that 69% of staff were looking forward 
to the day, while 31% were not.   
 
 
                      Figure 2 
 
However, when we examine the post team building day survey, it is revealed that 92% of staff 
reported that they enjoyed the day and found it worthwhile while 8% did not.  
 
 
                       Figure 3  
This is significant as it highlights the positive impact the team building day had on staff in the 
department. Further reinforcing this point, 92% of the staff said that they would like to have 
similar social encounters with their colleagues, while 8% would not (see Figure 4). Given that 
this was the first team building day for the department, this can be described as a very positive 
outcome and certainly indicates a strong willingness for further similar activities.  
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              Figure 4
 
Engaging in social activities and team building days is thus seen to have a positive effect on 
the staff, with respondents articulating that: 
This was a fun event and I got to know my colleagues better. 
 
As a result of today I have a little more knowledge of what colleagues are working on, 
how they are finding their roles, and their life outside of CIT. 
 
Today showed that many of my colleagues face similar challenges to me and it is helpful 
to share experiences and ideas more. 
 
Analysis of the survey data reveals that in general, respondents believe that very positive 
relationships exists among staff in the department, with over 93% of the respondents agreeing:   
 
 
I find it a very collegiate environment to work in. Most colleagues are open to helping. I 
get a sense that there are strong relationships built over time in CIT.  
            
Generally, people seem to get on with each other and are happy to help each other out. 
 
I think there is generally a good sense of collegiality and support. Everyone is 
extremely busy during the semester so it can be difficult to find the time to meet, 
however, I have always found colleagues to be very supportive. 
 
 
Exploring these results in more detail, however, is particularly insightful.  When asked if a 
sense of community exists in the department, only 47% agreed there did. 
 
Yes
92%
No
8%
As a result of today's team building activities would you welcome the 
opportunity to have more social encounters with members of the 
department?
Yes No
 
                     Figure 5 
 
However, when asked if a sense of community exists in each individual discipline area, that 
figure rises to 87% as shown in Figure 6. 
 
 
    
                Figure 6 
 
This finding is particularly important as it shows that staff members differentiate between 
positive relationships and a sense of community (93% agree that there are positive relationships 
in the department, but only 47% agree that there exists a sense of community within the 
department).  Furthermore, it highlights the divisions in the department along discipline lines.  
While this is, an understandable finding given the diversity in discipline areas in the department 
(Marketing, Law and Languages) it is also concerning, as it is likely that it could work against 
the development of CoP in the department.  Given however that the vast majority of staff agree 
that positive relationships exist in the department, it can be stated that a strong base exists for 
the development of CoP across the department as a whole, and a high probability of success if 
appropriate efforts are made to develop CoP in the department.  Some quotes that provide some 
explanation for this lack of a sense of community include:  
 
We are all for the most part doing our own thing around our own modules - nonetheless 
when we do interact I find all my colleagues very friendly.    
             
Yes
No
40.0% 45.0% 50.0% 55.0%
47%
53%
Do you believe that a sense of community exists among staff 
across all areas in the department?
Yes
No
0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0% 60.0% 70.0% 80.0% 90.0%
87%
13%
Do you feel a sense of community exists within that 
departmental discipline area?
In the main I do collaborate with colleagues, however, sometimes lecturers can get very 
protective of "their" work and are reluctant to change or even discuss change.  I think 
this is the case as some people take suggestions to change as criticism of what they are 
currently doing.  This is not the intention and perhaps better relationships would enable 
more frank discussion on changes etc. that might take place.   
 
I think that these relationships exist among some members of the department but 
definitely not across the department as a whole. There are many new members of staff 
that I don't know at all, and I only engage with some other members at team and 
department meetings - which are limited in time and number. 
       
There is a willingness to engage, but workloads mean this is not possible for large parts 
of the semester.  
 
In the context of these quotes, it is noteworthy that 100% of staff members reported that they 
would welcome the opportunity to work more closely with their colleagues.  The door for 
actions to be taken to facilitate this, in particular to facilitate colleagues working together across 
discipline areas, appears to be quite firmly open.   
In exploring ways that staff members could work together, the research data shows that 80% 
of the respondents do share their teaching resources and teaching methods with other members 
of staff in the department.  
 
 
 
                       Figure 6 
 
Significantly, however, it is revealed on closer inspection of the empirical results that this 
sharing of resources mainly occurs between staff in their own specific discipline area.  
 
I do share resources, notes, information etc. with colleagues in my discipline area. 
 
If I have written up a case study or created some slides I will email them on to a few 
people in my area who I think might be interested (usually this happens once or twice a 
semester). 
 
I share resources occasionally with certain people, but not as widely or proactively as I 
would like.  
80%
20%
Do you share teaching resources/teaching methods with 
your colleagues in the department?
Yes No
It's quite informal, if someone knows you are in a specific area and may be able to help 
or share/recommend resources, they will ask you or I will ask about as to who may be 
the person to speak with and then approach them.   
 
 
Further to this, the data reveals that this sharing of resources usually occurs in a very informal, 
infrequent manner.  There does not appear to be any formal procedures for sharing of resources 
etc. among colleagues.           
     
      
Occasionally if I need 'basic' slides (e.g. for a Marketing 1st or 2nd year undergrad 
course) or specialist knowledge I'll ask a colleague. Again this only happens maybe two 
or three times a semester. 
 
If somebody takes over a module from me, or is new to the Institute and speaks to me 
about a common module, I am more than happy to share notes with them. 
 
We share resources either via ad hoc meetings or because we share an office.  
 
Regarding teaching methods - this is quite informal too, perhaps over tea/lunch when 
they or I would ask "what would you do?" type questions with regard to teaching methods 
or where to locate resources or "do you have experience with x,y,z "have you come across 
this before".... 
 
 
In addition to a lack of formal structures to facilitate collaboration and the development of CoP, 
other challenges to the development of CoP were also revealed.  These mainly centred on the 
lack of time to engage in activities outside of one’s own “core” teaching load.  As evidenced 
by Eraut (2002) time pressurised environments may limit the occurrence or strength of 
communities of practice, as there is a lack of time to develop collective understanding.   Indeed, 
it is seen in the literature that collaborations in academic teaching tend to be fragile, 
compounded by the experience of managing excessive workloads. This is reflected in this 
research with staff members reporting that: 
 
It’s hard sometimes to engage with others as there is too little time for too many tasks at 
times.  
 
The volume of assessment and exam corrections that need to be corrected mid semester 
and at semester end, makes engaging with others difficult. 
 
 
In the context of these challenges and given that the desire for collaboration exists among staff 
as revealed thus far in the findings, it is important to explore how staff believe such 
collaboration might happen and how some of the challenges might be overcome. Some of the 
suggestions include: 
 
Regular departmental meetings  
 
A simple thing like a meet-up over coffee or lunch once a month could help - nothing 
fancy or structured just a table in the student canteen or Bistro and let us off! An initiative 
like that planned for next week should also be good in terms of helping boost 
relationships. 
 
More team building activities. More sync ups between people lecturing in similar 
subjects/on the same module. A database of content/case studies that people have found 
helpful.  
 
I think all staff would benefit from information sharing regarding what works well in 
class - particularly within a discipline area, but at times across disciplines too. As 
lecturers, we work in isolation most of the time, and I think that there is substantial 
duplication of effort, particularly among lecturers delivering similar modules. The only 
information sharing that happens occurs among office colleagues, and even this is 
occasional. 
 
Some dedicated time to meet in subject groups once a semester. 
 
It emerged from the findings that to be successful, collaboration or the development of CoP 
must be supported virtually.  Buckley et al., (2013) state that management must play a 
supportive role in promoting the usefulness and advantages of Web 2.0 tools for knowledge-
sharing and collaboration and make the technology available to employees. The respondents to 
this research stated that various technologies should be utilised to enhance collaboration:  
 
I think the best way to promote collaboration would involve the use of technology, so that 
staff could have access to information at times that suit, and could update this 
information as appropriate.  
 
A website / FB group / WhatsApp group for sharing of materials might work. 
 
Develop a sharing platform for learning materials. 
        
 
Specifically, the respondents to the research revealed that they would have particular interest 
in collaborating in research activities, cross modular projects and case study writing.  
 
 
I would like to collaborate more with my colleagues in various areas of research, live 
assignments, sharing of module delivery... 
             
Perhaps in cross-modular project work, assessment and research.  
 
Shared research papers and maybe travelling on Erasmus trips with a couple of members 
of the department. 
             
There are definitely collaboration opportunities in research.  We should have a forum 
where such potential opportunities could be discussed.  
 
One idea would be to do more 'sharing' of lectures. We often spend a lot of effort sourcing 
guest lecturers, both to add variety to a course and bring in specialist knowledge. 
However, we hardly ever use our colleagues as guest lecturers, even though most of us 
could tick both of those boxes. 
 
         
I think we all need to make more of an effort to work on cross-modular projects, which 
we mention regularly, but I have had no involvement in them as yet. We should also work 
together on research projects, although this is starting to happen now as a result of the 
research group set up this year. 
 
 
The development of collaboration and CoP among staff is depended on staff willingness to 
engage.  As discussed by Whalley et al., (2008), if people are forced into participating, their 
commitment will not be there and they may not share the vision of the program.  Involvement 
in such intentional communities needs to be voluntary and arise out of the desire of teachers to 
communicate passions, aspirations, frustrations and confusions (Sherer, et al., 2003; Lefoe 
2008; Viskovic, 2006). The findings of the empirical research hitherto, reveal a distinct 
willingness to engage and to improve the nature of collaboration in the department.  For this to 
succeed, staff must be motivated and engaged in their own roles if they are to engage positively 
with others, and it is particularly enlightening to see, that respondents to the research reveal 
many rewarding aspects of their roles.  These aspects include things like, the progress of 
students, the passing on of knowledge, engaging in research, and engaging in international 
collaboration:    
  
I love student enthusiasm, particularly of advanced-level students of languages, for 
engaging with the language and culture.  
 
Positive interaction with students and colleagues is rewarding. Imparting knowledge that 
is new, relevant and interesting for students.      
             
Doing research that gets published and positive feedback from colleagues and the head 
of department….that’s rewarding. 
            
Apart from lecturing, I have been involved in a number of projects to improve teaching 
and learning for students and lecturers this semester, and this has been very rewarding. 
            
Interaction with students. Seeing students grow and develop not only their knowledge but 
as individuals.  
 
I feel lucky to be in a position to hopefully impact on students lives by giving them the 
skills to go on to professionals or on to further learning. Love to see their confidence in 
themselves and their abilities building. Also love to see them coming to life on 'live 
projects'.            
             
When a class is engaged in vigorous debate about a topic/ case I've brought to their 
attention I feel a sense of achievement that I've awoken their interest in a given subject 
area.   
 
The findings to the research reveal that positive relationships exist in the department and there 
is a strong desire to collaborate among colleagues.  The lack of existing formal structures to 
enable such collaboration and the division of the department into distinct discipline areas, both 
seem to be impediments to the development of such CoP.  In the context of the literature in this 
area and the empirical findings revealed, the following section will explore ways in which CoP 
might develop in the department.  
           
    
Discussion 
Overall, staff members agreed that positive relationships existed among staff in the department. 
A consensus emerged from the findings that improved collaboration would be beneficial for 
all, resulting in enhanced student learning and engagement. However, some respondents 
perceived that working independently was still the norm.  This has been well documented in 
the literature (for example Mercieca, 2016) and is reflected here. Of note is the variation in 
resource sharing within the department.  It is concluded from the research that this sharing 
mainly occurs within specific discipline areas.  This again reinforces the culture of siloisation 
within academia, as referred to in the literature. Respondents identified that the sharing of 
resources stems from building trust and having a common purpose, which is documented in 
the literature. The sharing of resources between staff members usually occurs unintentionally 
or due to physical location, further reinforcing the incidental outcome (Lave and Wenger, 1991) 
of interacting with colleagues.  If CoP are to develop within the department, allowing more 
positive relationships to develop among colleagues, a more strategic approach to enable 
colleagues to share resources in an open and transparent manner will need to be adopted.  The 
role of the Head of Department will be instrumental here, and the use of technology in this 
regard is essential.  
The research findings identified areas for collaboration particularly around research, cross 
modular projects and case study writing. This connects closely with the work of Levine and 
Marcus (2010), where they conclude that collaboration in the areas of assessment and 
pedagogical approaches may be more effective than other forms of collaboration. In this study 
research and case study writing are important drivers for collaboration among staff members 
and is something that must be encouraged and nurtured.  
When staff members identified rewarding aspects of their role, many emphasised the 
importance of engaging with students and student feedback. This builds on existing literature 
by Vesico et al., (2008) which concludes that CoP result in educators who become more student 
centred.  The respondents in this study were extremely student centred, with only a small 
minority identifying the importance of relationships with colleagues, management etc. as 
motivators or rewards in their current role.  This is particularly important as it highlights the 
necessity to link CoP with enhanced teaching and student learning and the intrinsic motivation 
therein.    
 
Conclusions 
It can be concluded that very positive relationships exist in the department, specifically within 
discipline areas. A sense of collegiality and a supportive environment is evident from the 
research. The team building event proved to be a very positive experience with staff members 
indicating the need for more events such as this in the future. Respondents indicated that other 
colleagues within the School of Business would benefit greatly from a similar team building 
day. 
The research found that while staff in general could recognise and appreciate the value of CoP, 
there is still very limited amounts of collaboration in existence, particularly across the three 
distinct disciplines. This division within departments is concerning, particularly for the 
advancement of CoP in the future.  As stated in the findings, the collaboration that does occur 
often happens unintentionally, informally and infrequently. This suggests that strategies around 
the development of CoP need to be addressed.  This research builds on that of Wenger et al., 
(2002) who propose that managers should foster informal horizontal groups across 
organisational boundaries.  The need to formally support CoP, and in some cases, allow them 
to develop organically, is of paramount importance.  The need to support staff in nurturing and 
sustaining CoP is vital for communities to thrive and the provision of training and support in 
relevant technologies in enabling progression of community activities is vital for continued 
success. 
 
In this regard, it is concluded from the research findings that informal group meetings (such as 
a regular coffee time for the department) and more team building events could assist in the 
development of CoP. It was suggested that informal group meetings could play a vital role in 
allowing CoP to grow organically within the department, where staff members would meet 
each other and discuss their roles, challenges and opportunities for collaboration, in a relaxed 
non-pressurised environment.  These meetings have a holistic role to play in terms of members 
of staff feeling more included in overall department activities and thus more motivated in their 
roles.  As identified by Pharo et al., (2014), a community of practice approach is a potentially 
valuable methodology for overcoming dynamics of fragmentation, isolation and competition 
within universities. 
 
The findings show that staff members welcome the opportunity to share resources and increase 
interaction to enhance teaching and learning activities. It can be concluded from the research 
findings that there is a significant opportunity to collaborate on research activities, cross 
modular projects and case study writing.  Resulting both from the team building day and an 
increased emphasis in the department on collaboration, there has been some advances in this 
area and some communities have already begun to develop (for example in research and in case 
study writing).   
Another very interesting suggestion for collaboration put forward in this study was the sharing 
of lectures; essentially colleagues acting as guest lecturers. This would be a new and exciting 
departure for the department, as typically lecturers look for guest lecturers from industry.  If 
this suggestion were to be adopted, lecturers could act as guest lecturers for a colleague in a 
different but related discipline area. This has the potential to enhance teaching and learning 
while also reaping the benefits of different pools of knowledge internally within the department 
and across departments. The development of these communities, however, is dependent on the 
motivation of the educator to engage in such activities. A follow up study on the overall 
progress of CoP is important to guide and assist with collaboration into the future.  
Overall, it can be concluded that there is a significant willingness to engage and improve the 
level of collaboration within the department. The challenges of the role itself can impede on 
staff willingness to engage in CoP.  However, involvement in CoP activities should assist in 
empowering educators in tertiary education and subsequently add value to the teaching 
experience, with educators who are more student centred. This in turn should enhance the 
quality of the overall student experience, which then closes the circle by further motivating 
educators to continue to engage in beneficial and rewarding communities of practice.  
 
References 
 
Ǻkerlind, G. (2011), Separating the ‘teaching’ from the ‘academic’: Possible unintended 
consequences. Teaching in Higher Education, 16(2), 183-195. 
 
Anderson, G. and Anderson, G. J. (1998), Fundamentals of educational research. Psychology 
Press. 
 
Barab, S., Makinster, J., and Scheckler, R. (2004), Designing system dualities. In Barab, S. A. 
and Gray, J. (Eds.). Designing for virtual communities in the service of learning, 3-15. 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Cambridge University Press.  
 
Berry, B., Johnson, D., and Montgomery, D. (2005), The power of teacher leadership 
[electronic version]. Educational Leadership, 62(5), 56. 
 
Buckley, S., Jakovljevic, M., Bushney, M., and MaJewski, G. (2013), Forming communities 
of practice in higher education: a comparative analysis. International conference for 
Multidisciplinary in Science and Business. Dubrovnik, Croatia.  
 
Cox, M. D. (2004), Introduction to faculty learning communities. New directions for teaching 
and learning, (97), 5-23. 
 
Darling-Hammond, L. (1997), Doing What Matters Most: Investing in Quality Teaching. New 
York: The National Commission on Teaching and America's Future. 
Eraut, M. (2002), Conceptual analysis and research questions: do the concepts of 'learning 
community' and 'community of practice' provide added value? Annual meeting of the American 
Educational Research Association, New Orleans. 
 
Gourlay, (2001), Knowledge management and HRD, Human Resource Development 
International, 4 (1), 27-46 
Lave, J. and Wenger, E. (1991), Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
Lave, J. and Wenger, E. (1998), Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. 
Cambridge University Press. 
Lefoe, G., Parish, D., Hart, G., Smigiel, H., and Pannan, L. (2008), The Green Report: The 
Development of Leadership Capacity in Higher Education. Wollongong: CEDIR, University 
of Wollongong. 
 
Levine, T. and Marcus, A. (2010), How the Structure and Focus of Teachers' Collaborative 
Activities Facilitate and Constrain Teacher Learning, Teaching and Teacher Education: An 
International Journal of Research and Studies, 26 (3), 389-398 
Lieberman, A. (2000), Networks as learning communities: Shaping the future of teacher 
development. Journal of Teacher Education, 51(3), 221-227. 
 
Louis, K. and Marks, H. (1998), Does professional community affect the classroom? Teachers’ 
work and student experiences in restructuring schools, American Journal of Education, 107(4), 
532-575. 
McLaughlin, M. and Talbert, J. (2001), Professional communities and the work of high school 
teaching. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
Mercieca, B. (2016), What is a community of practice? In J. McDonald & A. Cater –Steel 
(Eds.), Communities of practice – Facilitating social learning in higher education. Singapore: 
Springer. 
Metallo, C. (2007), L’organizzazione del lavoro a distanza. Torino: Giappichelli Editore 
Mitchell, J. and Wood, S. (2001), Benefits of Communities of Practice, John Mitchell & 
Associates, 
Noor, K., (2008),  'Case study: A strategic research methodology', American journal of 
applied sciences, 5(11), 1602-1604. 
 
Ortquist-Ahrens, L., and Torosyan, R. (2008), The role of the facilitator in faculty learning 
communities: Paving the way for growth, productivity, and collegiality. Learning Communities 
Journal, 1(1), 1-34. 
 
Pharo, E., Davison, A., McGregor, H., Warr, K. and Brown, P. (2014), Using communities of 
practice to enhance interdisciplinary teaching: lessons from four Australian institutions. Higher 
Education Research and Development, 33 (2), 341-354. 
 
Sharratt, M. and Usoro, A. (2003), Understanding knowledge-sharing in online communities 
of practice, Electronic Journal on Knowledge Management, 1(2), 187–196. 
 
Shaw, C. (2014), Overworked and isolated - work pressure fuels mental illness in academia, 
The Guardian,  
Sherer, P. D., Shea, T. P., and Kristensen, E. (2003), Online communities of practice: A catalyst 
for faculty development. Innovative Higher Education, 27(3), 183-195. 
 
Vescio, V., Ross, D. and Adams, A. (2008), A review of research on the impact of professional 
learning communities on teaching practice and student learning, Teaching and Teacher 
Education, 24 80–91 
Viskovic, A. (2006), Becoming a tertiary teacher: Learning in communities of practice. Higher 
Education Research and Development, 25(4), 323-339. 
 
Wenger, E. (1998), Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. Cambridge 
 
Wenger, E., McDermott, R. and Snyder, W, (2002), Cultivating Communities of Practice, 
Boston, MASS, Harvard Business School Press 
 
Whalley, M., Chandler, R., John, K., Reid, L., Thorpe, S., and Everitt, J., (2008), Developing 
and sustaining leadership learning communities: Implications of NPQICL rollout for public 
policy local praxis. European Early Childhood Education Research Journal. 16(1), 5-38. 
Yin, R. (1984), Case study research: Design and Methods, Sage Publications  
